Electron microscopic studies of cerebrospinal fluid sediment in demyelinating disease.
Cerebrospinal fluid specimens from 31 patients with multiple sclerosis (MS) and 2 with progressive multifocal leukoencephalopathy (PML) were subjected to ultracentrifugation, and the resulting pellets were examined in an electron microscope. Cell types seen in the pellets included lymphocytes, occasional plasma cells, polymorphonuclear leukocytes, monocytes, eosinophils, lipid-laden macrophages, and fibroblasts. The most interesting noncellular elements were extracellular myelin fragments, recognizable by their characteristic alternation of major dense lines and intraperiod lines. Myelin fragments were seen in the CSF from 7 of 9 patients with MS in exacerbation involving areas other than the optic nerve. These fragments were not observed in 4 specimens from patients with acute attacks manifested by optic neuritis. Myelin fragments were present in 1 of the 2 patients with PML. These observations indicate that a portion of the myelin destruction seen in MS and PML occurs extracellularly, with release of myelin fragments and degradation products into the CSF.